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The performance of the United States Intelligence Community (USIC), as to if and to what 

extent there was an intelligence failure regarding the 1974 Greek coup that led to the Turkish 

invasion of Cyprus, is not a very researched case study which is worth looking at. In the 

available literature, there are different points of view on what contributed to the invasion. 

Some scholars, such as Andreas Constandinos, argue that the invasion occurred due to 

failures that took place in the USIC.
i
 Other academics claim that the invasion took place 

because of the deception applied by Dimitrios Ioannides, the Greek dictator who carried out 

the coup against Makarios III, the President and Archbishop of Cyprus in 1974 and as a 

result, served as an opportunity for the Turkish government to invade Cyprus.
ii
 A third point 

of view is the conspiracy theory against the U.S. The general Greek and Greek-Cypriot 

perceptions claim that the U.S. deliberately helped Turkey to invade the island since an 

occupied regime would serve the U.S. interests both in Cyprus and the Mediterranean, and 

this was one of the reasons why they did not stop Ioannides from waging the coup.
iii

 The first 

two points of view can be considered valid, since there were mistakes made in the USIC, but 

they mainly happened due to the deception carried out by Ioannides, who was supposed to be 

the CIA’s strongest asset in Greece.
iv

 Yet, a variable not generally taken into consideration is 

the failure of US foreign policy, mainly due to policymakers’ ignorance and disregard on the 

situation in Cyprus. In this paper, it will be shown that the coup, which paved way for the 

Turkish invasion, took place owing to three variables: the mistakes or failures that occurred 

within the USIC, the deception applied by Ioannides, and most importantly, owing to the U.S. 

foreign policy failure. 
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U.S. Intelligence ‘failures’ vs. Ioannides’ Deception 

‘Failure’ is interwoven with surprise.
v
 The USIC’s performance in the 1970’s consists of both 

successes, such as the India-Pakistan War of 1971 and the Chinese invasion of Vietnam in 

1978, and failures to predict and therefore be surprised, such as the Arab-Israeli War of 1973, 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the fall of the Iranian Shah in 1979.
vi

 It is 

debatable which category the Cyprus crisis belongs in. By February 1974, there was 

increasing evidence coming to the State Department, gathered by the CIA, that Athens was 

funding extremists in Cyprus in order to overthrow Makarios.
vii

 Such an incident would 

automatically give Turkey the opportunity to invade Cyprus. Regardless of the evidence, the 

U.S. government did nothing to prevent either the coup or the invasion, because it was mainly 

indifferent to the Cyprus crisis.  

The inefficient communication and cooperation between the USIC and the policy-makers, 

along with Ioannides deception, contributed significantly to the wage of the coup and 

consequently to the invasion of Cyprus. Ioannides applied a sophisticated strategy to estimate 

the U.S. reaction to a potential coup. He intentionally told a Greek-American CIA employee 

that he desired to topple Makarios.
viii

 In response to this information, a cable was drafted by 

the State Department and sent to the U.S. embassy in Greece pointing out that such an effort 

would damage the Greek-American relations and in general the U.S. relations in the Eastern 

Mediterranean.
ix

 Robert Dillon, ambassador and Director of the State Department’s Turkish 

Desk, and John Day, the Greek desk officer, argued that CIA needed to send the message, but 

the State Department denied them, arguing that ‘the U.S. government does not communicate 

through low level CIA officials.’
x
 Since a response warning Ioannides not to try to overthrow 

Makarios was never sent, one could argue that the State Department was unable to realize the 

implications of Ioannides potential actions on Greek-American relations. The State 

Department and the USIC were dealing with completely divergent issues without cooperating 

to exchange the different findings. In Greece, there were theoretically two governments: the 

first ‘fake’ government consisted of the Greek Prime Minister, Androutsopoulos; and the 

second ‘real’ one, of General Ioannides who was practically governing the state.
xi

 The State 

Department was dealing with the ‘fake’ Greek government, which was publically declaring 

non-Greek interference in the Cypriot affairs, while the CIA was trying to build a strong 

relationship with Ioannides, who had deliberately confided in CIA officers his intention to 
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overthrow Makarios.
xii

  This indicates that there was no single plan adopted by the U.S. 

government regarding Cyprus’ affairs. 

On 19 and 28 June, the CIA reported Ioannides’ indecisiveness on whether to conduct the 

coup, and his effort to find contingency plans.
xiii

 During June 1974, intelligence coming from 

Athens was inconsistent, as some sources reported that Ioannides had deliberately 

misinformed the CIA on his plan to wage a coup against Makarios in Cyprus.
xiv

 A 

contentious point should be raised here. Ioannides could have indeed misinformed the CIA in 

order to deceive the U.S. government and gain time to wage the coup. Ioannides was 

considered to be the most valuable CIA asset in Greece that the latter did not want to lose.
xv

 

Therefore, it is quite bizarre that the CIA, at the end of March 1974, reported Ioannides’ 

plans to wage the coup, and three months later reported him being hesitant and thoughtful on 

this matter. The disparity of the reports is important as it indicates a lack of objectivity by the 

CIA, which did not question Ioannides’ reliability. This might lie on Ioannides’ deception 

based mainly on disinformation and misleading strategies. Nevertheless, it must be 

underlined that the CIA had provided the U.S. government with repeated strategic warnings 

until the beginning of June. When Ioannides told CIA officials that he was planning to topple 

Makarios for months before he actually did, and then changed his mind, he made a fool of 

himself. He created a cry wolf syndrome similar to the one Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 

had created before the Yom Kippur War.
xvi

 The consecutive warnings from the CIA, without 

any actual mobilization from the Greek government, were another factor of the cry wolf 

syndrome, and could be considered one of the causes that made the U.S. government 

indifferent. It must be stressed that over-warnings in general, render policy-makers 

indifferent to real strategic warnings.
xvii

 Moreover, the concepts of ‘rationality’ and ‘mirror-

imaging’ are obvious in the case of Cyprus.
xviii

 Neither the U.S. nor Ioannides believed that 

the U.S. would not defend Cyprus and that Ioannides respectively would actually wage a 

coup and thus give Turkey the opportunity to invade.  

The CIA’s perception of a strong relationship with Ioannides negatively affected the analysis, 

as both biases and preconceptions hindered objectivity.
xix

 This usually happens because ‘the 

line between perception and judgement is very thin,’ and also because consumers do not have 

the time to effectively evaluate the analysis provided.
xx

 Moreover, the CIA had provided the 

U.S. government with warnings of Turkish troop movements, days before the invasion,
xxi

 and 

there is a possibility that the U.S. government did not know whether Turkey was bluffing or 
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not. At this point, it is reasonable to compare the Cyprus crisis with the Yom Kippur War 

once more. Before the Yom Kippur War, Sadat had mobilised his troops many times without 

attacking, and the Israeli IC had indeed warned the Israeli government. When Sadat and the 

Egyptian military really attacked, nobody could believe it.
xxii

 In the Cyprus crisis something 

similar is observed: Turkey had mobilised its troops in 1964 and 1967, but did not invade 

Cyprus. In 1974, the situation was significantly different. Either because of failures in the 

USIC, Ioannides’ deception, failures in U.S. policy, or owing to all the above, the Turkish 

invasion in Cyprus came as a surprise to the US. It could be argued that Turkey used 

Ioannides’ threat of a coup against Makarios as a pretext to invade Cyprus and be deemed by 

the international community as a country acting in its own defence based on the article IV of 

the Treaty of Guarantee signed on 29
th

 July 1974.
xxiii

 

Foreign Policy Failures 

Kissinger had dismissed all warnings of a potential coup against Makarios by late March 

1974. Thomas Boyatt, who was the Political Counsellor at the Embassy in Nicosia, Cyprus, 

appears the only one who continuously insisted on telling Henry J. Tasca, then U.S. 

Ambassador to Greece, to inform Ioannides that a coup would result in a direct confrontation 

between Greece and Turkey.
xxiv

 On 29 June, four months after his initial effort, Boyatt 

managed to obtain clearance and told Tasca to use whatever means available to inform 

Ioannides that overthrowing Makarios would have devastating consequences for Cyprus. The 

implications would be that Turkey and Greece would have a direct confrontation, which 

could embed Soviets in Cyprus and create potential complications in U.S.-Soviet détente.
xxv

  

The message was dispatched but did not reach Ioannides directly; it was conveyed to an 

‘appropriate level below Ioannides.’
xxvi

 Since it is questionable if the message did actually 

reach Ioannides, it can be argued that Ioannides received the message but pretended he did 

not, in order to justify his actions later, (deception) or he actually did indeed not receive the 

message and perceived that the U.S. assented on his policy. Ioannides could have created a 

cry wolf syndrome in his mind where even if he toppled Makarios and consequently, gave the 

opportunity to Turkey to invade, the U.S. would have hindered the latter from invading 

Cyprus, as happened in 1964 and 1967. The U.S. government failed to respond to Ioannides’ 

message on time. It rather decided to reply four months after he had sent his initial message 

to the U.S. and also, it did not guarantee that the message would reach Ioannides himself.  



 

5 

 

In Thomas Boyatt’s memorandum regarding the poor management of the US on the situation 

in Cyprus, he points out that there were consecutive efforts by Kissinger to thwart Boyatt 

from disclosing the memorandum’s contents to the House Select Committee.
xxvii

 Such efforts 

indicate that the U.S. Secretary of State was aware of the insufficient management of the 

Cyprus crisis by the U.S. government.
xxviii

 The U.S. government seemed to be fully aware of 

the available evidence on the Greek effort to topple Makarios and its implications, but it did 

not take any measures to stop either the overthrow or the Turkish invasion. The U.S. 

government also knew that there was a possibility that the Greek government thought that it 

had American approval to wage the coup against Makarios.
xxix

 Kissinger, though, had 

declared to his staff that ‘if any actions were taken against Makarios by any American 

officials, it was against our instructions and against our convictions’.
xxx

 The two above 

contradictory statements show that Kissinger was rather aware of the possibility of the coup 

but he did not take any measures to halt it.  

This poor management by the U.S. clashes with the US government’s historical behaviour to 

prevent Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1964 and in 1967. This leads to the following 

questions: why did the U.S. change its trend of protecting Cyprus? Was it because the 

dominant U.S. political figure at the  time was Kissinger and therefore the political line had 

changed since 1964 or 1967? Did the relationship between the policy-maker and the IC 

become different owing to the Kissinger’s different personality? Kissinger’s policy collided 

with the Johnson administration’s policies in 1964 and 1967, which were in favour of 

protecting Cyprus against any potential invasion. Kissinger considered Turkey to be 

‘geopolitically indispensable’, a valuable NATO ally which was holding the balance between 

Russia and the Arab world and therefore, maintained stability in the region. Thus, a good 

relationship with Turkey benefitted Kissinger’s ‘realpolitik’ policy. Hence, Kissinger was 

less likely to be motivated to react to a Turkish invasion in Cyprus.
xxxi

 He was rather more 

concerned about the U.S. international credibility on this matter. He would not want the 

international community to perceive the U.S. as one of the super-powers at the time that did 

not stop two NATO allies from war.   

Kissinger’s comments on Boyatt’s Memorandum and on the IC’s reports were that ‘during 

every crisis, some low level intelligence report could be dragged out after the event to prove 

that the information existed, but that if it was not brought to his attention then it had no 

standing’. He later added to this that ‘bringing it to his attention was not enough, as it needed 
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to be flagged as being of some significance’.
xxxii

 The State Department supported its own 

view that there would not be a coup against Makarios by the Greek government, and 

completely disregarded CIA’s warnings. This stresses once more the tendency that the 

policy-makers have toward cognitive bias, by sticking to their own perspectives and policies 

while disregarding significant evidence which collides with their perceptions.
xxxiii

 George 

Ball argues that Kissinger was occupied with more important tasks such as advising Nixon on 

his foreign policy, with the management of the National Security Council and State 

Department’s bureaucracy.
xxxiv

 Kissinger had focused on more serious international issues; he 

did not know the exact situation in Cyprus, nor did he try to find out more about it, and he 

just judged Greek junta’s actions as ‘simply stupid’.
xxxv

 Kissinger did not care about Greek-

Cypriot internal affairs as far as they did not affect, according to him, the U.S. interests.   

Conspiracy theory? 

The conspiracy theory argument was a common Greek and Greek-Cypriot opinion that the 

U.S. intentionally sustained the Greek juntas between 1967 and 1974 and it did not stop 

Turkey from invading as it had done in 1964 and 1967. Greek opinion on this matter was 

boosted by CIA’s involvement in Greece and Cyprus apparent in the U.S. press and 

Congressional hearings
xxxvi

 and other sources which claim US secret terrorist sponsoring in 

foreign states.
xxxvii

 There were also testimonies by Greek President Phaedon Gizikis’ (who 

took office after Androutsopoulos), and Grigorios Bonanos, the Greek Commander in Chief 

of the armed forces, which were given to  Investigative Committee of the Greek Parliament. 

The testimonies claim that Ioannides had told them that he was given assurances from the 

U.S. that the latter would prevent any Turkish attempt to invade Cyprus.
xxxviii

 However, there 

are other reasons why Ioannides could have made this claim. Firstly, it could be one part of 

his deception strategy in order to justify his policy to wage the coup. Secondly, it could be 

because the U.S. failed to inform him directly on the implications of the coup. Ioannides 

could have perceived the four-month absence of response to his message as tacit approval by 

the US, and could have believed that the U.S. would again protect Cyprus from an invasion, 

as it did twice before. It must be also pointed out that Kissinger’s Realpolitik policy was 

focused on stability; therefore Ioannides could have been aware that a war between two 

NATO allies in the Mediterranean was undesirable. Thus, the theory of Ioannides colluding 

with the Greek junta to overthrow Makarios is not valid; particularly as Kissinger did not 

consider Makarios an enemy. Even if this theory was true, the U.S. government has not 
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declassified information that proves so. The U.S. and Ioannides thought the other would act 

‘rationally’ according to their respective standards, and hence, each suffered mirror imaging 

biases.  

Conclusion 

The coup against Makarios waged by the Greek junta gave Turkey the opportunity to invade 

Cyprus. Ioannides’ deception was one of the main factors that led the USIC to fail, as 

analysis was mainly based on disinformation and Ioannides’ misleading strategies. Ioannides 

managed to manipulate CIA officials owing to their close relationship. He used deception as 

a means to achieve surprise and fulfil his purpose. In the end, the problem for Ioannides, was 

that regardless of his deception, he did not properly estimate the U.S. reaction to his coup. 

With regards to the intelligence failures, it should be underlined that the CIA actually 

provided the policy-makers with an accurate early strategic warning. The problems appeared 

in cables in early June 1974 when Ioannides stated his supposed indecisiveness to carry out 

the coup. Because of the close relationship the CIA had with Ioannides, the CIA believed his 

statements without questioning them. The CIA’s objectivity was loosened because of its long 

and supposedly strong relationship with Ioannides.  

The stance of indifference by the U.S. government contributed significantly to the invasion. 

Failures in foreign policy included mirror imaging (the U.S. government thought that 

Ioannides would act rationally), assumptions which overruled the evidence (the U.S. 

government disregarded the evidence provided by the CIA in March and assumed that 

Ioannides would not intervene in Cypriot affairs), and indifference over Cyprus especially 

when comparing it to other international issues that occupied Kissinger’s agenda at the time 

(CIA officials had argued that ‘after economics, Kissinger understood Cyprus least of all the 

issues he dealt with).’
xxxix

 Had Kissinger tried to take measures and inform Ioannides about 

the gravity of a coup against Makarios, Ioannides would not likely have waged the coup and 

consequently, he would not have given the pretext to Turkey to invade Cyprus. There is no 

evidence in any available data that Turkey would have invaded Cyprus if Ioannides had not 

given it the pretext to do so.
xl

 From all the above the argument that can be drawn is that the 

coup was waged owing to three variables, the failure in U.S. foreign policy, the deception 

applied by Ioannides in some cases and the failures which took place in the USIC. 
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